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Open Access Dermatology Publishing: No Citation Advantage Yet
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Abstract: Background: Open access journals are a new publication model for sharing scientific information.

Objective: To compare the citation frequency of articles published by the same author in traditional pay-for-access and
open access dermatology journals.

Methods: Articles by authors who published in the open access dermatology journal with the most citations and in any of
the five pay-for-access journals with the highest h-indices (Journal of Investigative Dermatology, Journal of the American
Academy of Dermatology, Archives of Dermatology, British Journal of Dermatology, Dermatologic Surgery) from Janu-
ary 1, 2005 to December 31, 2007, were identified. Article citation frequencies were determined using Google Scholar.
The citation rates were then adjusted for the bias of perceived prestige of each journal by dividing each article's number of
citations by the impact factor of the journal in which it was published. Statistical analysis was performed using the Wil-
coxon signed-rank test on both raw and impact factor adjusted data.

Results: BioMed Central (BMC) had the most citations of any open access dermatology journal. Thirty-four authors pub-
lished in both BMC Dermatology and a leading traditional dermatology journal during the study time period. Twenty-four
authors had higher average citations to articles in traditional journals; 7 authors had higher average citations to articles in
BMC Dermatology; 3 authors had equal average citations. These results were statistically significant with a two tailed p-
value of 0.0014. After weighting citation rates by journal impact factor, 20 authors now had higher average citation rates
for their BMC publications and 14 authors had higher citation rates for articles published in traditional, pay-for-access
journals, with a p-value of 0.39.

Limitations: A definitive study would require the publication of the same articles simultaneously in both open and pay-
for-access journals such duplicate publication is forbidden by all the journals investigated. In addition, it is possible that
authors submit better papers to traditional dermatology journals, which would inherently skew the outcome of this study.

Conclusion: Our study finds no statistical difference in citations rates of recent articles by the same authors published in
dermatology pay-for-access and the leading open access dermatology journals after weighting by journal impact factor.

INTRODUCTION

The Open Access movement attempts to revolutionize

promote scientific discourse and author academic promotion
and prestige. In this study we evaluate the claim that derma-

the availability of biomedical information by making all pub-
lished papers available to all readers via the Internet without
charge. An open access (OA) publication is defined as 1)
freely available to all online readers, and 2) secured in a digi-
tal repository for long-term access [1]. Because articles pub-
lished in the open access format are available to the general
public without subscription or fee, open access publishing
may result in wider readership and higher citation rates that
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tology open access publishing increases citation rates.
METHODS

Open access dermatology journals were identified by
searching a directory of Open Access Journals (http://www.
doaj.org/doaj?func=subject&cpid=43).

From the BioMed Central Dermatology web page
(http://www.biomedcentral.com/bmcdermatol) every author
of a paper classified as a “research article” or “database”
published from January 2005 through December of 2007 was
entered into an excel database with name, year of publica-
tion, and PubMed identifier (PMID) number of the article
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(found on PubMed link at the bottom of each citation). Arti-
cles listed as case reports or correspondence were excluded.

Tablel. Some Open Access Journals of Interest to Derma-

tologists, Year of Inception

Anais Brasileiros de Dermatologia 2003
BMC Dermatology 2001
Clinical Dermatology 2001
Dermatologia Peruana 2003
Dermatology Online Journal 1995
Indian Journal of Dermatology 2005
Indian Journal of Dermatology, Venereology and Leprology 1995
The Internet Journal of Dermatology 2001
Journal of the Egyptian Women's Dermatologic Society 2004
Open Dermatology Journal 2007

Google Scholar (www.googlescholar.com) was then used
to search for the article’s title by entering the title within
quotation marks in the Google Scholar search engine. Cita-
tion frequency, as found in the last line of the search result in
the “Cited by” link, was recorded in the excel database.
There are several other resources available to track citations,
including Scopus and Web of Science, which have been
noted to, at times, return disparate information [2]. Results of
this study, however, are limited to information provided by
Google Scholar because it is available to the public without a
subscription. In addition, Web of Science provides no infor-
mation for BMC Dermatology articles, and none of the
authors of this paper have access either personally or through
affiliated institutions to Scopus.

For each BMC author, PubMed was used to search for
articles they published from January 2005 through December
of 2007 using the “limits” tab and searching by author's Last
name, First initial in the following journals: Journal of the
American Academy of Dermatology, Journal of Investiga-
tive Dermatology, Archives of Dermatology, British Journal
of Dermatology, and Dermatologic Surgery. These journals
were selected for the study because they are the five derma-
tology journals with the highest h-indices [3].

Article results were then viewed in the MEDLINE for-
mat, and a paper was excluded from the database if was clas-
sified as a case report, or if it was classified as only one or
more of the following publication types: Comment; Letter;
Editorial; Research support, Non-U.S. Gov’t; Research sup-
port, U.S. Gov’t, P.H.S.; Research support, N.I.H., extramu-
ral. Papers that resulted from the PubMed search that were
found to be from a different author than the one intended in
the search (as noted by different first name, different middle
initial or different institution of affiliation) were also ex-
cluded.

Under the author's name in the excel database, each of
the articles meeting inclusion criteria was listed by PMID
and year of publication. Google Scholar was then used to
search these article titles for citation frequency as described
above.
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To account for perceived journal prestige, the citation
frequency of each article was divided by the impact factor
from 2006 of the journal in which it was published. The im-
pact factors were obtained from the ISI Web of Science
Journal Citation Reports, and are as follows: Journal of In-
vestigative Dermatology (4.5), British Journal of Dermatol-
ogy (3.3), Archives of Dermatology (2.9), Journal of the
American Academy of Dermatology (2.6), and BioMed Cen-
tral Dermatology (1.2). A Wilcoxon signed rank test for sta-
tistical significance was performed using the resulting im-
pact-factor-adjusted citation means.

RESULTS

Twenty-nine articles were published in BioMed Central
Dermatology from January 2005 through December of 2007,
five of these articles are case reports, one is correspondence
and thus were excluded from this study. One hundred and
four different authors were identified from these 23 papers,
and 34 (33%) of these authors also published one or more
articles meeting inclusion criteria in the following journals:
Journal of the American Academy of Dermatology, Journal
of Investigative Dermatology, Archives of Dermatology, and
British Journal of Dermatology. No BMC Dermatology
authors during this time period also published a research
article in Dermatologic Surgery. The 71 authors that only
had publications in BMC Dermatology fitting the inclusion
criteria were excluded. The number of articles per author
ranged from 2 to 19.

The average number of citations for each author was
compared between two groupings of articles: all BMC Der-
matology articles, and all articles from the five other jour-
nals. Twenty-four authors (70.6%) were found to have a
higher citation rate for articles published in the traditional
pay-for-access journals; seven authors (20.6%) had higher
citation rates for articles published in BMC Dermatology;
three authors (8.8%) had equal rates of citation from both
groups. These results were statistically significant, with a
two tailed p value of 0.0014.

Once citation rates were adjusted for impact factor,
twenty authors (59%) had higher citation rates for BMC
Dermatology articles and fourteen authors (41%) had higher
citation rates for articles published in traditional pay-for-
access journals. These results were not statistically signifi-
cant, with a p value of 0.39.

The average number of citations per article was found to
be the highest for the Journal of the American Academy of
Dermatology at 12.7, followed by the British Journal of
Dermatology at 5.6; the Journal of Investigative Dermatol-
ogy at 4.4; BMC Dermatology at 1.9; and the Archives of
Dermatology at 1.8. Table 2 provides Google Scholar de-
rived impact factor weighted citation means.

DISCUSSION

The advent of the open access publishing movement has
been made logistically possible by the internet which serves
as a means for instantaneous and inexpensive delivery of
information and by its spirit of egalitarianism and the sharing
of ideas. The soul of the movement has its roots much
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Table2. Impact Factor Weighted Google Scholar Mean Cita-
tions Per Article

N=17 | N=14 | N=0 N=3
# of BMC Articles 1 1 >1 >1
Weighted citation mean per article 13 1.6 - 2.0
# of Traditional Journal Articles 1 >1 1 >1
Weighted citation mean per article 0.95 1.7 - 5.6

Two-tailed p value = 0.39

Explanation of Table 2:

- 17 authors published one article in BMC and one article in a traditional journal, with
average citation rates of 1.3 and 0.95, respectively.

- 14 authors published one article in BMC and more than one article in traditional
journals, with average citation rates of 1.6 and 1.7, respectively.

- No authors published more than one article in BMC and only one article in a tradi-
tional journal.

- 3 authors published more than one article in both BMC and traditional journals, with
average citations of 2.0 and 5.6, respectively.

further back in history, as scholarly publishing has always
been motivated by a desire for communication amongst
peers for the purpose of advancing knowledge in their field
and establishing credit for one's work [4]. Today, authors
publishing in open access journals are motivated to do so by
the ideal that anyone can have access to their work [4], and
many authors favor the open access model due to increased
exposure and potential citation of their work [5, 6]. Further
impetus for the movement has come from academic institu-
tions and their libraries that are finding it financially difficult
to maintain subscriptions to a sufficiently wide base of jour-
nals to satisfy the needs of all their institution's research en-
deavors [5].

Some publishers question the “citation advantage” of
open access [7], and representatives of many scientific socie-
ties fear that open access will cause the loss of critical sub-
scription income [8]. Since journals pay for open access by
charging authors additional fees (often in excess of $1000
US per article), opponents have alternatively named open
access the “author pays” publishing model [9, 10]. Authors
at institutions that have secured an institutional membership
(usually through their library) may be charged reduced open
access publishing fees, and authors who cannot afford addi-
tional fees for open access may apply to have them waived
[11, 12]. When considering fees charged for publication in
open access journals, one must keep in mind that many ma-
jor subscription-based journals often require that authors pay
fees for pages, figures and reprints as well [6]. In addition to
concern over cost, authors also cite their lack of familiarity
with open access journals as a major reason why they do not
publish in open access, along with the perception that open
access journals are less prestigious, have lower impact and
smaller readerships than subscription based journals [4].

The other means of increasing access is for authors to
self-archive their work by posting their manuscripts online,
which is often referred to as the “green road” to open access,
whereas open access journals have been called the “gold
road”. As many publishers now have policies allowing
authors to put their post-publication works online [6], self-
archiving has the potential to greatly expand the amount of
open access information available. Both methods of achiev-
ing open access maintain the standards of scholarly publica-
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tion, as both employ the process of peer review [6]. Major
funding agencies such as the U.S. National Institutes of
Health (NIH) and the Welcome Trust now require open ac-
cess to publications resulting from funded projects and non-
compliance with this policy may affect future funding of the
authors [13, 14].

As noted above, several studies demonstrate the citation
advantage of publishing in open access journals, but these
studies were not restricted to dermatology publications. For
Google Scholar citation counts, more authors (70.6%) had
higher average citations for articles published in the tradi-
tional journals, indicating a citation advantage over open
access publications. After adjusting for journal impact factor
though, this citation advantage is neutralized. This adjust-
ment was made in order to eliminate bias concerning pres-
tige of journals, which may influence where a person prefers
to select articles as references for their own work. Possible
explanations for authors having lower citation frequencies
for open access publications include: the lower citation rates
of BMC Dermatology are a reflection of the comparative
youth of this journal and authors choose to submit their bet-
ter or more influential manuscripts (which are more likely to
be cited often regardless of the journal they are published in)
to journals with higher impact factors. Although this study
cannot determine precisely the reason, we conclude that the
citation advantage open access publishing provides in other
fields has yet to arrive in dermatology.
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